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	1. Chapter 1

The whole world has probably heard the story by now. You know, the one about how Sword Art Online became a death game. 10,000 players trapped in a medieval-fantasy virtual reality game, where if their HP fell to 0 they died in real life, their brains microwaved by their virtual reality helmets, the Nerve Gear that was trapping them in the game. Cut off from the outside world, that had no way to help them, since trying to remove the Nerve Gear would also nuke their brains.

Two thousand dead in the very first month of the game. Two years until the game was beaten, and the players left alive were freed.

Yeah. That story.

And we've heard about the heroes, who fought on the front lines to clear the game, and the villains, the player killers who thought it was fun to attack and murder other players, and then all the rest of them, the ones who weren't the strongest or the smartest, but trudged on through, following in the wake of the players on the front lines, sometimes supporting them if they were able to, and sometimes catching up to them and joining them, or sometimes taking their place, since the ones on the front lines were as likely to fall as anyone else.

But no one ever tells the stories of those who were trapped on the other side. The ones whose lives were thrown into disarray, and in too many cases ruined, because of the death game, even though they themselves never played the game. I'm talking about the stories of the people whose loved ones were trapped in the game. People who were helpless to do anything but stand by and wait, day after day, never knowing what sort of danger their friend or family member was facing in that virtual reality world.

Kuroo Tetsurou was one of those people.

* * *

><p>He blamed himself the day it happened.<p>

All his life, he'd heard the same thing from his mom, over and over: _Take care of Kenma._

Their moms were best friends and lived in the same neighborhood, and Kuroo was a year older. It was to be expected that they'd end up being friends, or at least lumped together.

When they were younger, sometimes it had been a pain. Kenma was shrimpy, and not really athletic, and just plain weird. He'd rather play videogames than do anything else, he stuttered and mumbled when you tried to talk with him, didn't seem to like anything that anyone else liked, ever, and was always staring at you. Was it any wonder that he'd been a bully magnet?

_Take care of Kenma_ kind of came to mean: _If Kenma's mom tells me that he came home beat up again, your neck's on the chopping block, mister._

That had been annoying as hell. Just like always having to go and play with Kenma, or invite him along had been annoying as hell too. It didn't matter that Kenma hated all the sports that Kuroo always wanted to play, or that he didn't want to come at all, and wouldn't have if he hadn't been made to. Their moms both decreed that he must go with Kuroo and that Kuroo must take care of him.

But that had been when they were little kids. In time, Kuroo came to see just how amazing his little tagalong was. Because it didn't take him long to realize that whenever he had Kenma on his team, he always, always won.

Kenma might not like sports, but that didn't mean he couldn't be good at them. His staring problem ceased to be a problem and became more of a weapon. Behind those big cat-like eyes was an analytical mind capable of picking apart their opponents' strategies and seeing through their movements. All their opponents' weaknesses were laid bare before Kenma's big gold eyes, leaving Kenma free to tear them apart at will. Not that he could usually do that on his own. That's what Kuroo was for. They made a good team.

Kuroo came to learn that if he took care of Kenma, then Kenma would take care of him.

Over time it stopped being about giving and taking, and which one of them owed the other one. They became friends. And when Kuroo's mom would tell him _Take care of Kenma_, he would roll his eyes because it was redundant, not because he was reluctant. Of course he was going to take care of Kenma. You might as well tell him _Don't forget to breathe_.

In middle school he dragged Kenma onto the volleyball team with him, and helped other people see how amazing his best friend was. For two years, everything was good. They won games like crazy, and there were a lot of people who really liked Kenma for enabling that to happen. Kenma finally had more friends than just Kuroo, like Yaku, who was kind to everyone, but kept a special eye out for Kenma because he could tell Kenma needed it, or Yamamoto, one of Kenma's classmates who defended him without ever having to be asked.  
>When he graduated a year before Kenma, he thought he was leaving Kenma in good hands. But Kenma didn't take the separation well. He continued playing volleyball, and playing well, but he also became much more withdrawn, and his videogame hobby turned into a videogame addiction. No one had to tell Kuroo to take care of Kenma this time. All on his own, he made time to drag Kenma back out of his shell. Well, as much out of his shell as Kenma ever came.<p>

When Kenma started high school, problems arose. Their senpai were a bunch of assholes. In hindsight, Kuroo should have seen that problems would arise. His senpai barely tolerated him and his smartass ways. Kenma, they saw as their new toy to torment. They completely ignored the fact that he was a stronger setter than their third year regular, and did their utmost to drive him from the team.

Kuroo pleaded with him to stay, and though he could see it in Kenma's eyes that Kenma wanted to quit, he also saw his resolve harden, just because it was Kuroo asking him. That had hardened Kuroo's own resolve to stage a coup. The third years retired early that year. So did a couple boys in Kuroo's year who didn't see eye to eye with Kuroo. Not that they could see eye to eye with anyone when both their eyes were swollen shut, but whatever. In the end, they got the message. So did everyone who was left. Mess with Kenma and you were on your way out. Yaku and Yamamoto backed him up one hundred percent.

The two years of high school that they had together passed quickly, and Kuroo didn't plan on making the same mistake twice. Even though he believed he was leaving Kenma in a better situation than he had back in middle school, after he graduated, he made sure Kenma knew that he'd still be around. He was going to college in Tokyo, and living at home while he did so. He saw Kenma if not every evening, then almost every evening, and came over in the mornings whenever he felt like bugging his friend, because he knew Kenma secretly liked the attention from him. Kenma didn't retreat in on himself this time. His videogame addiction stayed at a level that was close to being almost reasonable. Okay, not really, but it didn't get any worse without Kuroo going to his school this time.

Even so, after Sword Art Online happened, Kuroo felt guilty. Maybe if he'd just tried harder to anchor Kenma in the real world, he wouldn't have lost his best friend in a virtual one.

* * *

><p>He would always remember the day it happened, and the horror he felt when he learned what was going on, and the fear and dread as he hoped and prayed that what he knew was almost certainly true hadn't actually happened.<p>

It was Yaku of all people who brought the world crumbling down on Kuroo. Not that it was his fault. He just had the misfortune to be the bearer of bad news. It was late afternoon, on a Saturday, and Kuroo was heading home from the library. Contrary to popular belief, he was a good student. If he was smart enough to always know which of a person's buttons he needed to push to annoy them as much as possible, then obviously he was smart enough to ace any test that came along. He'd actually been doing research for a project that afternoon, and was on his way to get dinner with Kenma when his cell phone rang.

"Yaku, long time no speak," Kuroo answered, pleased to hear from his former libero. Yaku was in a different university in Tokyo than the one Kuroo was attending, but they didn't get the chance to meet up or talk much.

"Kuroo," said Yaku, his voice tight with fear. "Please tell me Kenma didn't get Sword Art Online."

"What's that?" Kuroo asked, catching Yaku's worry.

"A game that – it – where's Kenma? Is he with you?"

"I'm going to meet him now. Yaku, what's wrong?"

"You haven't heard the news, I take it," said Yaku. "About that new videogame. Sword Art Online. Kuroo, when's the last time you talked to Kenma? Do you know if he was planning on playing SAO?"

"I talked to him last night. We're meeting up for dinner. And he doesn't talk to me about his videogames because it's too much effort and he knows I don't care about anything that happens in them anyway," said Kuroo. "Yaku, tell me what's going on? Why are you so worried?"

"I just sent you a link. Kuroo, when I called Kenma, he didn't answer."

"He's probably just playing a game," said Kuroo distractedly as he opened the page Yaku sent to him.

"That's what I'm afraid of."

Kuroo broke into a cold sweat as he saw the news story. "Is this a joke? Tell me this is a joke, Yaku."

"It's not. It's not a joke, or a hoax. It's on every news station and news website. Kuroo, I'm really worried. I'm heading toward Kenma's house now," said Yaku.

"I'll meet you there," said Kuroo. He hung up on Yaku and started running as he speed dialed Kenma. His call went straight to voicemail. "Kenma, it's me. Call me back."

He was afraid. Because Kuroo knew. The moment he read that article, he knew. Sword Art Online was supposed to be the biggest videogame release of the decade. There was no way Kenma hadn't tried to get in on that. Now that he was thinking about it, he thought he remembered some offhand remark Kenma's mom made about Kenma waiting in line all night for something. What else would he make that much effort for other than a videogame.

Kuroo ran all the way to the subway, leapt down the stairs, and literally flew onto the train, right before it departed, unwilling to wait even a few minutes for the next one. He tried calling Kenma again, despite the ban on cell phones in the trains, and the bad reception. Again, no luck. And Kenma didn't call him back.

When he got off at his stop, he ran all the way home. Yaku met him at Kenma's door.

"No one's answering," Yaku said, eyes lit up with worry.

Kuroo fumbled with his keys. Dropped them. Snatched them up and tried again, forcing the right one into the lock and turning. Then he was running again, Yaku struggling to keep up right behind him with his shorter legs.

"Kenma! Kenma, where are you? Answer me!"

Kuroo didn't waste time searching through the house. He knew where Kenma was, and his legs carried him there on instinct. Right to Kenma's room.

"Kenma!"

And there he was. Just where Kuroo knew he'd be. Laying on his bed, his game consul on beside him, a Nerve Gear helmet on his head, little lights on it shining to signify it was on.

"No. No, no, please no," Kuroo groaned.

Yaku grabbed him before he could move another inch.

"Kuroo. You have to remember, you can't take off that helmet. It will kill him," Yaku reminded him.

Kuroo went completely stiff at the reminder. He hadn't forgotten. He just hadn't been thinking. It was a good thing Yaku had brought it up, or he might have done something stupid without realizing it.

That would have been an even bigger nightmare.

Then Kuroo nodded to let Yaku know he heard. But Yaku kept his grasp on Kuroo's shoulder, holding him back until Kuroo verbally acknowledged it.

"Right. I know. I won't take it off him. God, Kenma . . ."

Then Yaku let go of him, and Kuroo went to Kenma.

He was so still, laying there. He could have been asleep. No, even in sleep Kenma wasn't that still. He tossed and turned in his sleep, breathed heavily, sometimes even spoke in his sleep. No, this wasn't sleep. This was . . . this was . . .

"He's breathing," said Yaku, and Kuroo remembered to breathe as well then. "He's alive. Kuroo, we have to call someone."

Kuroo stood with his hands over Kenma, one hovering just above his cheek, the other over his chest. He didn't know how to fix this. But maybe someone else could. Maybe someone had found a way to get the people out of the game by now. Yes. They needed help, but –

"I . . . don't know who to call."

Yaku stared at his captain. Kuroo had always been so unshakable. In all the time he'd known him, Yaku had never seen him rattled like this. If there was a problem, Kuroo went about solving it. He didn't get flustered and shut down. But Yaku knew that everyone had their limits. It seemed Kuroo's was seeing Kenma's life in danger.

"I'll take care of it. Just breathe, Kuroo. And . . . you won't hurt him if you touch him. Only if you take off the helmet or try to shut down the console."

It took a few tries, but Kuroo finally managed to touch his best friend. Then he wished he hadn't because the lack of a flinch or jerk of surprise when his fingers brushed against Kenma's cheek just reiterated how _wrong_ this all was. He heard Yaku talking to someone on his phone, telling them what had happened, but he couldn't tell you what he said if you asked him. His hand drifted down to Kenma's, and he threaded his fingers through Kenma's shorter, more slender ones. Kenma's hands were cool. Not cold, just cool. And oddly callused from all his gaming. Kuroo buried his face in his free hand and tried to get ahold of himself. But it was hard. So damn hard.

"Kuroo? Kuroo, it's going to be okay," said Yaku after some time had passed. Kuroo wasn't sure how much. "By this time tomorrow, every computer genius in the country will be working, trying to figure out a way to shut the Nerve Gear down safely. That is, if they haven't figured it out yet. They are going to fix this. Kenma's going to be just fine."

"I screwed up," Kuroo heard himself say. "I screwed up, Yaku."

"No. No, Kuroo, this isn't your fault," said Yaku, putting a hand on the back of Kuroo's head, trying to comfort him.

"The hell it isn't," Kuroo groaned. _"I was supposed to take care of Kenma."_

* * *

><p>So I was trying to work on the numerous other fics I'm writing, but this idea sprang into my head and wouldn't go away, so here you have it.<p>

Please review!


	2. Chapter 2

Several days after the 10,000 players were trapped in Sword Art Online, Kenma was moved to a hospital, where he would remain until he and the other players were finally freed. Kuroo paced and fretted, and watched the people transporting his friend like a hawk, then insisted on riding with them to the hospital. He didn't like letting Kenma out of his sight. He knew it was unreasonable. There was absolutely nothing he could do to help his friend now. All he could do was be there. And so he was.

He kept waiting, hoping for some kind of breakthrough. Those first few days, he'd stayed by Kenma's side as much as he was allowed, and when he couldn't do that, he was glued to the news. The nation's computer experts were all trying to fix this massive screw up, and find a way to free the players, but so far, nothing. The hopes of the people who'd wanted a quick solution dwindled. Days turned into a week. And waiting was so damn hard.

Throughout it all, Yaku was there for Kuroo, offering his support. He didn't waver even when Kuroo angrily tried to push him away. And he wasn't the only one. All of Team Nekoma who'd known Kenma, came to the hospital to visit by the end of the first week. Yamamoto came every damn day. Like Kuroo, he'd always taken it upon himself to watch out for Kenma, and try to drag him into the center of the team, to make sure he was always included. No one had ever asked him to or told him to. He'd just always done it. And like Kuroo, he was feeling the burning sting of failure. Yamamoto didn't say much at the hospital. He just stood by with a dark expression. It wasn't until the end of the week that he actually spoke to Kuroo.

"I told Ryu what happened to Kenma."

"Who?" Kuroo asked even though he didn't really care.

"Ryu. From Karasuno. I thought the shorty should know."

That's right, Kuroo remembered belatedly. Kenma was friends with Hinata. He remembered how Kenma had always spoken of his friendship with Hinata with a strange sort of pride. Kuroo thought he was the only one who'd ever picked up on that, and the only one who knew why. Because Hinata had been the first friend Kenma had ever made all on his own, without Kuroo standing by facilitating things. A part of Kenma had probably always wondered if his teammates were only his friends because Kuroo told them to be. Kenma didn't make friends easily, but Hinata had made it easy for him to be friends with, all on his own. That's why Kenma had treasured his friendship with Hinata so much.

Hinata himself showed up the very next day. There was muted fury in his eyes, the happy-go-lucky bounciness that had pretty much defined him gone. But he made a valiant effort at pretending he was okay. He held Kenma's hand and chattered at him, even after being told in no uncertain terms that Kenma couldn't hear him. It wasn't like talking to someone in a coma. His Nerve Gear was intercepting every signal that fired off in his brain. There was zero chance of him hearing what people were saying near him, or feeling that they were holding his hand. Hinata shrugged and did so anyway. His reasoning actually made sense. "I'm not going to act like Kenma's not here."

One week turned into two. Then two into three. A representative from the company that produced Sword Art Online came to speak to Kenma's parents while they were at the hospital, to offer them a settlement. Kuroo wasn't there, but he heard about it after. Kenma's father broke the representative's nose. Kuroo would have tried to murder him.

If he could have, Kuroo would have put his life on hold. He'd have spent just about every waking moment at the hospital. His best friend was there, fighting for his life. His place should have been by his side. But no one would let Kuroo do that. His own parents had to drag him home every night. Kenma's parents chased him out during the day, to make him go to his college classes. During the late afternoon and early evening, when classes were over and it was too early to go to bed, no one bothered him. Yaku showed up then also, more days than he didn't. Yamamoto was there several times every week, after volleyball practice ended. Two weeks turned into three, four, five, then it became hard to keep count. Hinata turned up often on the weekends, often with his foul tempered setter in tow.

Then one day Tsukishima showed up, tagging along with the two of them.

Kuroo frowned at the sight of him in confusion. Tsukishima was one of the last people he expected to see.

"What are you doing here? Have you ever even spoken to Kenma?"

Tsukishima regarded him gravely behind his glasses. "I didn't come here for Kenma. I came here for you."

Kuroo stared at him with confused, slightly vacant eyes.

"You look like hell, by the way," Tsukishima commented.

"Screw you."

"Very mature. You do know that going into a decline yourself isn't going to help your friend at all, right?" said Tsukishima.

"Well what the hell am I supposed to do? What would you do if it was your best friend trapped in a freaking death game?"

"Get a computer science degree," Tsukishima said with certainty that meant he'd given this some thought. The bastard had probably simulated variations on every conversation he could think of having with Kuroo in his mind before making the trip and had come prepared.

"The world's top computer experts are working night and day to fix this mess. You really think a college first year with no computer background is going to succeed where they haven't managed to yet?" demanded Kuroo.

"It's unlikely, I admit," Tsukishima said. "But it beats sitting around doing nothing. And I've never been the sort to put my faith in other people anyway."

They sat in silence for several minutes, watching as Hinata took Kenma's hand, like he did every visit, and started chattering at him.

Finally, Tsukishima broke the silence. "Yaku-san told me what you tried to do."

"That traitor."

"You didn't really think that you'd be able to get into SAO now, even if you did manage to get ahold of a copy, did you?" asked Tsukishima. "You had to have heard that the bastard who did all this locked the server, so no one else could log in."

"It couldn't hurt to try."

"Uh, yeah it could."

"I don't care."

"Of course you don't." Tsukishima sighed and pushed his glasses up higher on his nose with his index finger. "But I can't say with certainty that I wouldn't have tried to follow my best friend if this had happened to him."

The next day, Kuroo switched his major to computer science.

* * *

><p>The most heartbreaking part of this whole damn nightmare was watching Kenma's body slowly start to waste away. After two weeks in his virtual reality induced coma, his muscles started to lose their tone. What was visible of his face started to look gaunt and hollow. He was getting all the nutrients he needed through an IV line, but there was no substitute for exercise. As the weeks turned to months, his muscle mass began eroding away, so his limbs grew thinner and thinner. Kenma had never been really buff or anything. He'd never had much in the way of muscles to begin with, and there had always been a little bit of softness to him. But all that started to disappear.<p>

The roots of his hair grew out. There was no way to safely dye them when they were under the Nerve Gear helmet. Slowly, but surely, his hair turned completely black again, as the blonde tips were cut away every so often. And over time, Kenma's skin lost more and more color. His room had a window, so he did get some sunlight, but it seemed that wasn't the only factor that determined the state of his skin.

The news on the situation stayed bleak. Whatever SAO's bastard of a creator had done, he'd made it damn near impossible to undo. They were no closer to freeing the players six months later than they'd been the day they were trapped. And every month the list of casualties grew longer and longer. But thank God, Kenma remained alive. Trapped, but alive.

They were able to learn precious little about what was going on inside of the game, but a few scraps of information were released from time to time. The players were fighting. They weren't just waiting around to be saved. They were trying to clear all 100 floors and free themselves.

It had taken them an entire month to beat the first floor, but after that they began to pull together better and get faster. Two floors were cleared the next month. Three the month after that. Alliances were being forged as the players pooled their strength. The game had been designed so that you couldn't do much on your own.

Kuroo wondered what that meant for Kenma. Was he managing to fit in and make friends? Or had he figured out a way to advance on his own, using that brilliant analytical mind of his?

At first Kuroo hoped it was the first one. But then they learned about something that made Kuroo rethink that. There were players who were actually killing other players in the game. Player Killers, they called them, or red players. Essentially, murderers.

That made Kuroo want to scream. What the hell? They were all trapped in there together, with only one way out, to work together, and there were morons out there going completely crazy and murdering people? And Kenma was trapped in there with them?

Maybe Kenma had the right of it all along. Maybe staying away from people in general was better, because look at how many horrible people there were in the world. Both worlds, real and virtual.

* * *

><p>Months turned into a year. And one day Kuroo was stricken to realize that he'd gotten used to Kenma not being around.<p>

* * *

><p>Coming soon: even more angst! Kuroo's not happy with himself. But sooner or later he'll have to accept that there's nothing he can do.<p>

Please review!


End file.
